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The  differing  activities  and  proclivities  of  males  and 
females over the ages mean that Y-chromosomal DNA and 
mitochondrial DNA allow us to open a window on population 
histories, and put some flesh on the bare bones of legend and 
myth. Perhaps surprisingly, this approach is bearing significant 
fruit, some of which borders on the shocking. In 2003, Zerjal 
et al. reported an astonishingly high carriage rate of a recent 
Y-chromosome signature across the old Mongol empire - up 
to 8% of the Y-chromosomes appeared to show an origin from 
around the time of Genghis Khan - the tempting inference 
(which may well be correct) is that this is the genetic legacy of 
Genghis himself. He and his descendants were well known for 
their sexual voracity, and association with the ruling family 
would have boosted their reproductive luck somewhat.
Dan Bradley and colleagues in Trinity College Dublin have 
uncovered a similar “Genghis effect” apparently originating in 
early medieval north-west Ireland, associated with surnames 
connected  with  the  Ui  Neill,  descendants  of  the  family 
of the infamous Niall of the Nine Hostages. Niall’s most 
remembered exploit was the capture of the young Roman 
Briton Succath, later to become St Patrick. So it’s all his fault 
(Moore et al., 2006).
The  genes  seem  to  fit  with  the  story,  and  using  these 
principles, Sykes sets out on a genetic journey across the 
four  regions  of  the  Isles  (England,  Wales,  Scotland,  and 
Ireland),  revealing  the  genetic  signatures  of  the  various 
postulated  waves  of  conquest,  immigration,  raiding,  etc., 
from the original Mesolithic colonisers of the land, to later 
arrivals, including Romans, Vikings, Saxons, Normans, and 
other assorted peoples. The detailed unpicking of the results 
makes fascinating reading, but the conclusion (and I hope the 
reader doesn’t mind a bit of a “spoiler”) is that the genetic 
signature of the original inhabitants of the Isles (who may 
be equated with the “Celts”, albeit not genetically connected 
with the Celts of Europe) remains very strong - indeed vastly 
predominant. The conquests were primarily cultural, with 
much less displacement of the original populations than was 
previously assumed. This may well be a general principle in 
history, and the tales of large scale exoduses and migrations 
of entire populations may be a tad hyperbolic. Results from 
other populations will undoubtedly spark future debates.
“Blood of the Isles” is written in a similar tone to Sykes’s 
other books, and as such it is very readable and enjoyable. The 
detailed genetic analysis is skimmed over, which might leave 
the author open to a charge of “dumbing down”; the non-
technical reader, on the other hand, will probably welcome 
this. Occasionally the gushing references to the emotion of 
the whole enterprise are slightly overplayed, and certain parts 
of the text are a bit repetitive (or derived from the previous 
books). However, this does not detract from a rollicking and 
entertaining jaunt through the history of our little corner of 
Europe, in the pursuit of that most fundamental of questions: 
“Who are we?”
Zerjal et al. The Genetic Legacy of the Mongols. Am J Hum Genet 
2003;72:717-721.
Moore et al. A Y-chromosome signature of hegemony in Gaelic 
Ireland. Am J Hum Genet 2006;78:334-338
Shane McKee
Ethics Manual  5th Edition Lois Snyder, 
Cathy Leffler. Royal Society of Medicine 
Press  Ltd,  London.  May  2006,  54pp, 
£8.95. ISBN 1-930513-65-8. 
The 5th Edition of the Ethics Manual is 
a very well referenced (117 references) 
and  updated  summary  of  professional 
ethics in medical practice. It attempts a 
truly comprehensive insight into ethics 
from confidentiality through consent to 
genetic testing as would be expected from such a manual. 
More unusually it touches briefly on good practice as applied 
to Disability Certification, boundaries and privacy and gifts 
from patients. Slightly more detail is applied to end-of-life 
decision making but again attempts to cover the entire range 
of dilemmas including DNR, artificial nutrition, advance care 
planning etc. 
In reality the Ethics Manual will be of interest only to those 
intending to practice medicine in the USA or those who wish 
to study practice across the Atlantic. Not unexpectedly the 
four-principles  (autonomy,  beneficence,  non-maleficence 
and justice) are central to the manual. However the legal and 
societal context ensures that the manual is of little appeal 
to UK or Irish doctors. A further indictment is the lack of 
detail in any of the myriad complex topics. Research ethics 
is covered in three pages! 
Doctors seeking general knowledge in medical ethics can 
access  a  number  of  useful  and  very  readable  paperbacks 
published in the UK. Those seeking detailed ethical analysis 
in specific areas will have to be more diligent in their search 
but I am afraid that this publication will be unhelpful.
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